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LOW POWER OPTICAL TRANSCEIVER FOR 
PORTABLE COMPUTING DEVICES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to I/O apparatus for comput 
ing devices and, more particularly, to a low power 
optical transceiver that can be simply and inexpensively 
incorporated into a portable computing device such as a 
solar or battery-powered calculator or be coupled to a 
computer. 
Computing devices such as calculators and comput 

ers conventionally communicate with other devices 
through a cable that physically connects to an I/O port 
on each device. The integrity of the communication 
may be degraded, however, by physical wires within 
the cable. The wires produce electromagnetic radiated 
noise and provide a path for destructive ESD (electro 
static discharge). 
Communicating information optically avoids the 

drawbacks associated with wire connections. IR (infra 
red) transmitters are currently employed in the portable 
computing environment such as in the battery-powered 
Hewlett-Packard 28S calculator. The IR transmitter 
within that calculator draws so little power that the 
calculator, with only battery power, can transmit infor 
mation such as data and instructions to a printer 
equipped with an IR receiver. 
To date, however, it has been impractical to include 

a corresponding IR receiver within the portable com 
puting device for receiving data. Prior IR receivers are 
too large, costly, and power hungry to be adapted for 
use in a portable computing device. Adding an IR re 
ceiver would enable the portable device to receive 
information more accurately and quickly than is possi 
ble through plug-in modules, cards or by manual entry. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the invention, therefore, is to provide an 
improved I/O apparatus for communicating informa 
tion optically between portable computing devices. 
Another object of the invention is to provide such an 

I/O apparatus that is inexpensive, reliable, draws little 
power, and can be readily incorporated into an existing 
portable computing device such as a solar or battery 
powered calculator with only ~minor adaptation of the 
device. 
Yet another object of the invention is to provide such 

an I/O apparatus suitable for use in other devices that 
may communicate with a portable computing device, 
such as programmable modules and personal comput 
ers. 

In accordance with these objects, such apparatus 
comprises an optical transceiver coupled to a process 
ing means. In one embodiment of the apparatus, the 
transceiver is designed to communicate directly with 
the microprocessor within a calculator. In a second 
embodiment, such apparatus is designed to enable the 
transceiver to communicate with a personal computer 
through its serial port using the RS232 standard. 
To conserve power, means are provided within the 

apparatus to format the information to be communi 
cated so that each bit is represented either as a brief 
pulse or no pulse, depending on the logic state. The bit 
pulse occupies a fraction of the bit time corresponding 
to the bit rate. 

Devices in which the optical transceiver may be in 
corporated include computers, calculators, modules, 
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2 
and books containing the modules. Data such as mathe 
matical formulas within the book may be stored in the 
associated module and transferred instantaneously and 
accurately to an adjacent calculator upon command. 
The foregoing and other objects, features, and advan 

tages of the invention will become more apparent from 
the following detailed description of a preferred em 
bodiment which proceeds with reference to the accom 
panying drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram of an apparatus 
according to the invention. 
FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of an IR receiver 

within the apparatus of FIG. 1. 
FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of an IR transmitter 

within the apparatus of FIG. 1. . 
FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of a ?rst embodiment 

of the apparatus. 
FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram of a second embodi 

ment of the apparatus. 
FIG. 6 is a pictorial view illustrating optical commu 

nication between a book and calculator that each in 
cludes an according to the invention. 
FIG. 7 illustrates the power-saving format employed 

for communicating bits to and from a transceiver. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Referring now to FIG. 1 of the drawings, there is 
shown a functional block diagram of an apparatus 10 
constructed according to the invention within the con 
text of a computer system. The apparatus may be found 
in a hand-held calculator or other portable computing 
device. The computer includes an electronic keyboard 
12 having a plurality of keys. By pressing a key, one can 
send information such as data and instructions to pro 
cessing means such as a central processing unit (CPU) 
14. The CPU 14 also communicates with a memory 16 
that may store data as well as operating system and 
application programs. For optical communication, the 
CPU 14 is coupled to parallel-to-serial data conversion 
means (represented by block 18), bit formatting means 
(represented by block 20) and a transceiver 22. The 
transceiver in turn comprises an IR transmitter 24 and 
IR receiver 26 for transmitting and receiving IR signals. 
Power for the computer system including apparatus 10 
is provided by a self-contained power source 25 such as 
a battery or solar cell. As will become evident from the 
following description, the novel features of the present 
invention include the design of transceiver 22 and the 
formatting of the information for communication. With 
these features, the invention is readily incorporated into 
a low power, portable computing environment such as 
a hand-held calculator or information module. As will 
also become evident to those skilled in the art from the 
following description, the functions identi?ed in the 
blocks above can be carried out by many types of func 
tionally equivalent structure. 
Data to be transmitted may initially be entered into 

memory 16 by way of keyboard 12 and CPU 14. Upon 
pressing a programmed key (not shown) on keyboard 
12, the CPU 14 reads the data from memory 16 for 
transmission via a conventional protocol. A data proto 
col suitable for this environment is the Kermit protocol, 
which is amply described in Kermit, A File Transfer 
Protocol (1987) and is incorporated herein by reference. 
Before transmitting the data optically, however, it is 
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?rst convened by the parallel-to-serial conversion 
means 18 and then bit formatted at 20 to convert the 
“nonreturn to zero” bit format of the RS232 standard to 
a “retum to zero” bit format. As shown in FIG. 7, 
means such as this bit formatting converts the normal 
RS232 serial output of —5V and +5V to short pulse 
signals, a positive pulse for logic 0 and no pulse for logic 
1. The positive pulse occupies only a fraction of the bit 
time corresponding to the bit rate, time during which a 
bit signal is normally present. For example, in FIG. 7, 
each bit time at the given bits per second rate is 417 
microseconds. The nonpulse, of course, occupies no bit 
time and takes no power. 

This formatting is done to save power and to simplify 
the receiver design. With the improved formatting, the 
LED within transmitter 24 is thus on for only a brief 
time rather than a full bit time to indicate a logic 0 bit 
and is off completely to indicate a logic 1 bit. In the 
present embodiment, the improved format consumes on 
the average less than 7% of the power previously re 
quired for full bit times. The short pulses, which the 
LED converts to IR, can also be more easily detected in 
receiver 26, as will be explained. Detection of IR pulses 
that last the entire bit length would require a much 
more complicated circuit in receiver 26. The newly 
formatted bits are then routed from 20 to the transmitter 
24 for IR transmission. 
To receive data, similar steps are followed in reverse. 

The receiver 26 receives IR pulses; bit formatting 
means 20 converts the bits from the format in FIG. 4 to 
the “nonretum to zero” format; parallel-to-serial con 
version means 18 converts the serial data to parallel 
data; and CPU 14 decodes the data according to the 
protocol. 

Referring now to FIG. 2, there is shown a schematic 
diagram of the IR receiver 26. Enable line 27 from a 
source to be described supplies a signal to the transistors 
of the receiver 26 when it is desirable to activate the 
receiver circuit. The receiver 26 includes a phototran 
sistor Q3 adapted to respond to light. To compensate 
for ambient light effects on the conductive threshold of 
phototransistor Q3, a transistor Q2 is coupled in feed 
back to the emitter and base of the phototransistor. As 
ambient light ?uctuates in intensity, the bias current 
through resistor R5 into the base of phototransistor Q3 
may increase, rendering the phototransistor momen 
tarily conductive. When conducting, the phototransis 
tor Q3 produces an emitter current that drives transistor 
Q2. When so driven, transistor Q2 draws sufficient bias 
current from the base of phototransistor Q3 to render it 
again nonconductive. Thus, the receiver 26 is designed 
not to respond to the normal, gradual ?uctuations in 
ambient light. 
To detect the IR pulses carrying information, means 

such as a capacitor C3 are provided for ?ltering the IR 
pulses from ambient light. Capacitor C3 is coupled 
between the base of transistor Q2 and ground. The IR 
pulses, because of their high frequency nature, are di 
verted to ground rather than routed to transistor Q2. As 
a result, the transistor Q2 does not conduct in response 
to an IR pulse and phototransistor Q3 remains conduc 
tive when the IR pulse is received. 
When IR pulses are present, emitter current pro 

duced by the phototransistor Q3 is directed to ground 
and to the base of transistor Q1 through biasing resistors 
R1 and R2. Transistor Q] is a buffer means for convert 
ing the received IR pulse to a corresponding digital 
input signal. 
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4 
The circuit for IR transmitter 24 is shown in FIG. 3. 

Line 28 carries the information to be transmitted. When 
active, the line 28 carries voltage pulses that are applied 
to a current-limiting resistor R6 coupled to the base of 
a transistor Q4. The current renders transistor Q4 con 
ductive. The collector of transistor Q4 in turn is cou 
pled through a resistor R7 to an LED 30 that is con 
nected to a voltage supply VDD. The LED 30 trans 
mits IR pulses when conducting current. To activate 
the LED, voltage pulses on line 28 thus cause transistor 
Q4 to conduct current through its collector. This com 
pletes a circuit for LED 30 and causes the LED to 
transmit IR pulses. 
FIG. 4 shows one embodiment of the apparatus 10 of 

FIG. 1 in which the CPU 14 comprises a conventional 
microprocessor 32. The parallel-to-serial data conver-. 
sion and bit formatting are performed by software rou 
tines stored within associated ROM (read only mem 
ory). Battery 34 provides power to the microprocessor 
32. This embodiment may be used for “plugless” mod 
ules that contain data, instruction, or other information 
such as mathematical formulas in ROM. The informa 
tion therein is transmitted to a calculator or other porta 
ble computing device which is of similar design. As 
shown in the figure, enable line 27 of circuit 26 is con 
nected to an output pin OR] of microprocessor 32. This 
line is enabled by actuating switch 36. The switch 36 
pulls an active low wake-up input signal to the micro 
processor 32. The. low input signal causes the micro 
processor 32 to leave its very low power state and en 
able the IR receiver 26. If no IR signal requesting data 
is received by receiver 26 after the predetermined time, 
the microprocessor reenters its very low power state. If 
an IR signal is received, the digital input signal pro 
duced by transistor Q1 is interpretable by microproces 
sor 32. The collector of transistor Q1, from which the 
input signal emanates, is coupled to an interrupt pin of 
the microprocessor. Thus, a change in the collector 
voltage on transistor Q1 alerts the microprocessor 32 
whenever an IR signal containing information is re 
ceived. In this embodiment with only ROM employed, 
microprocessor 32 normally receives only a transmit 
instruction through receiver circuit 26 and responds by 
transmitting the data in ROM to the requesting calcula 
tor or other device. ’ 

Transmitter 24 is coupled through line 28 to an out 
put pin 0R0 of microprocessor 32. In transmitting in 
formation, the microprocessor rapidly pulses the LED 
30 as illustrated in FIG. 7. Logic 1 is no pulse of IR light 
for the bit and logic 0 is a short (30-60 microsecond) 
pulse of IR light at the beginning of the bit. In this 
embodiment, a frame consists of a start bit (logic 1), 
eight data bits (no parity) and at least two stop bits 
(logic 1). This encoding scheme may be translated to 
standard asynchronous serial data by lengthening the 
pulses to a full bit time which is 417 microseconds at 
2400 baud, as will be described. The microprocessor is 
also programmed to receive data transmitted to it in the 
format illustrated in FIG. 7. 

Within a calculator employing RAM, apparatus 10 is 
similar in design to what is shown in FIG. 4, except that 
it allows information to be received and stored as well. 
In a calculator, keyboard 12 and memory 16 communi 
cate with the microprocessor 32 for inputting informa 
tion to be transmitted and for storing information that is 
received. 
To prevent receiver circuit 26 from receiving locally 

transmitted information, microprocessor 32 operates 
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the transceiver in half-duplex mode, with only the trans 
mitter 24 or receiver 26 activated at any given time. 
FIG. 5 shows a second embodiment of the apparatus 

10 constructed for enabling a computer (not shown) to 
transmit and receive IR signals via the RS232 standard 
at the computer’s serial port. At the lower left of the 
?gure is the receiver circuit 26 and at the upper left of 
the ?gure is the transmitter circuit 24. In this embodi 
ment a circuit 38 is shown between the dashed lines. 
Circuit 38 performs the bit formatting represented by 
block 20. CPU 14 of the computer and its associated 
peripheral circuitry performs the parallel-to-serial data 
conversion represented by block 18. On transmission 
from the computer, the bit formatting function converts 
the standard RS232 bits to the short pulses desirable for 
IR transmission. On reception, the short pulses are 
stretched out to the full bit time, resulting in a format 
compatible with the RS232 standard. 

In operation of the receiver portion of circuit 38, bits 
received by the receiver 26 are applied as a clock signal 
to a D flip-flop 40 to generate START and START 
signals each time an IR pulse is received. Signals such as 
START are active high and signals such as START are 
active low. START activates SR ?ip-?op 42 whose 
output signal IP is ampli?ed by buffer 44 to produce a 
logic 0 bit as a TX output of circuit 38. An RS232 cable 
connects the TX output of circuit 38 to the R input of 
the computer’s serial port 43. The start signal, when 
active, also renders STOPPED inactive to allow count 
ers 46 and 48 to count, as will be described. The 
START signal is applied to AND function 45 to gener 
ate a CLEAR signal which clears (resets) counters 46 
and 48. After a short delay through gates 50 and 51 to 
ensure reset of the counters, CLEAR also clears (resets) 
?ip-?op 40. This clearing of the ?ip-?op renders 
START and CLEAR inactive, and counters 46 and 48 
then begin counting. With the counters counting, the 
output signal IP is stretched to the full RS232 bit time. 
The length of the IP signal is determined by the clock 
generation circuit 54 and the state of the counters as 
decoded by NAND gate 52. Once the counters have 
reached a predetermined time as decoded by the 
NAND gates, the gate generates a STOP signal to clear 
(reset) SR ?ip-flop 42. The ?ip-?op’s output signal IP is 
thus cleared and the TX output of circuit 38 returns to 
the RS232 default logic one state. Additional IR pulses 
or lack thereof in the frame (illustrated in FIG. 7) are 
treated in like manner. When a frame is complete, the 
TX output of circuit 38 returns to the default logic one 
state. 

In the transmitter portion of circuit 38, bits transmit 
ted from the computer’s serial port are routed through 
the ports’ TX output to the RX input of circuit 38 as 
illustrated. There, each bit is buffered by output buffer 
44. Recall that the ?rst bit in the frame of FIG. 7 is a 
start bit. SR ?ip-?op 55 is activated by the start bit sent 
by the computer serial port 43 and generates TRNSMT. 
The TRNSMT signal, when active, enables counters 46 
and 48 to run by clearing the IDLE signal at the output 
of NOR gate 57. As mentioned, a cleared IDLE signal 
removes the reset signal to the counters and allows 
them to count. TRNSMT also prevents IR re?ections 
from the transmitter 24 from being received by receiver 
26. TRNSMT does this by holding D ?ip-?op 40 in 
reset via NOR gate 56. By locking out receiver 26, 
circuit 38 allows only half duplex communication. 
While the counters 46 and 48 run, they generate a 

2400 hertz signal that is applied as a clock input to D 
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?ip-?op 59. This 2400 hertz signal persists until'the 
counters generate a FRMEND signal, a frame end sig 
nal at the end of each frame, through gate 58. The signal 
OP from the computer is sampled each time a 2400 
hertz output of counter 46 goes high at D flip-flop 59. 
Because the counter output is delayed until output QD 
of counter 46, the ?ip-?op 59 is clocked in the middle of 
each bit of the OP signal for an accurate sample. The bit 
value of OP is inverted by gate 60. The QB output from 
counter 46 through NOR gate 62 sets the length of the 
LED pulse by controlling the reset of flip-flop 59. The 
time difference between generating OD and the follow 
ing QB is about two clock cycles, or 30 to 60 microsec 
onds. 
Other portions of circuit 38 include a power-on reset 

circuit 64 and an indicator circuit 66. The circuit 64 
resets the output of circuit 38 when power is applied. 
Circuit 66 includes two LEDs for indicating if the cir 
cuit 38 is active and for indicating if power is present. 
FIG. 6 illustrates the incorporation of apparatus 10 

into a calculator 90 and book 92 containing information 
such as mathematical formulas for calculation. The 
book is constructed for housing the power source 25, 
microprocessor 30, memory and the optical transceiver‘ 
22. Rather than having to read and then manually enter 
such formulas in the calculator, the apparatus 10 within 
book 92 enables a user to load the formulas instanta 
neously and accurately via IR signals into calculator 90 
via its own apparatus 10. For this the apparatus 10 
within book 92 stores at least some of the information 
written in the book. The microprocessor 32 within book 
92 is programmed to transmit data to calculator 90 via 
transmitter 24 in response to an IR signal request from 
the calculator, as indicated by arrows 94. 
Having illustrated and described the principles of the 

invention in a preferred embodiment, it should be ap 
parent to those skilled in the art that the invention can 
be modi?ed in arrangement and detail without depart 
ing from such principles. We claim all modi?cations 
coming within the spirit and scope of the following 
claims. ' 

We claim: 
1. Apparatus for optical communication, comprising, 
a data processor for processing information as the 

information is transmitted or received at a given 
bits per second rate 

and for formatting the information for transmission 
from a nonreturn to zero bit format to a return to 
zero bit format and for reception from a return to 
zero bit format to a nonretum to zero bit format; 
and 

an optical transceiver coupled to the data processor 
for transmitting and receiving the information so 
formatted, the optical transceiver comprising an IR 
transmitter and IR receiver, the IR receiver further 
comprising: 

a phototransistor for receiving an IR signal; 
a ?rst transistor having its collector coupled to the 

base of phototransistor and its base coupled to the 
emitter of the phototransistor for compensating for 
the effects of ambient light on the conducting 
threshold of the phototransistor; 

a capacitor coupled between the base of the first 
transistor and ground for ?ltering the effects of the 
received IR signal from the effects of ambient light 
on the operation of the ?rst transistor; and 

a second transistor having its base coupled to the 
emitter of the phototransistor and base of the first 
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transistor for converting the received IR signal to a 
corresponding signal interpretable by the data pro 
cessor. 

2. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein the optical trans 
ceiver (22) comprises an IR transmitter (24) and IR 
receiver (26), the transceiver (22) operable by the data 
processor (14) in half duplex communication. 

3. The apparatus of claim 1 including a hand-held 
portable computing device having a keyboard and dis 
play in which the data processor and optical transceiver 
are embedded, the computing device further including a 
pressable key for initiating the transmission or reception 
of data through the optical transceiver. 

4. Apparatus for processing information and commu 
nicating such information optically, comprising: 

a portable electronic computing device including a 
data processor, data entry means and a display, the 
computing device capable of manipulating data 
and acting on instructions entered through the data 
entry means and for displaying data as it is entered 
and processed; 

a self-contained power source within the computing 
device for providing power to the device; 

an optical transceiver within the computing device 
including an IR transmitter and IR receiver con 
structed to operate on power provided by the self 
contained power source, the transceiver for trans 
mitting information including data and instructions 
processed by the computing device optically and 
for receiving information optically to be processed 
by the computing device, the IR receiver includ 
mg: 
a photoresistor for receiving IR pulses, each indi 

vidual pulse representing a bit; 
a ?rst transistor having its collector coupled to the 

base of the phototransistor and its base coupled 
to the emitter of the phototransistor for compen 
sating for effects of ambient light on the conduct 
ing threshold of the phototransistor; 

a capacitor coupled between the base of the ?rst 
transistor and ground for ?ltering the effect of 
the received IR pulses from the effect of ambient 
light on the operation of the ?rst transistor; and 

a second transistor having its base coupled to the 
emitter of the phototransistor and base of the 
?rst transistor for converting the received IR 
pulse to a corresponding signal interpretable by 
the computing device; 

memory within the computing device for storing 
information including data and instructions, some 
of the instructions for processing information and 
other instructions for transmitting and receiving 
information optically, the memory storing informa 
tion entered through the data entry means for 
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8 
transmission via the optical transceiver and for 
storing information received via the optical trans 
ceiver; 

a data processor coupled to the power source, mem 
ory and optical transceiver and programmed for 
processing information entered through the data 
entry means or received via the optical transceiver, 
the data processor further programmed for refor 
matting information for transmission from a non 
return to zero format to a return to zero format and 
for reception from a return to zero format to a 
non-retum to zero format; and 

means within the data entry means for initiating the 
transmission or reception of information via the 
optical transceiver, 

the computing device thereby able to optically re 
ceive information from an external source for pro 
cessing and able to optically transmit information 
to an external destination. 

5. The apparatus of claim 4 wherein the data entry 
means comprises a keyboard and the computing device 
comprises a calculator. 

6. Apparatus for enabling a computer to transmit and 
receive IR signals via a serial port of the computer, 
comprising: 

formatting means coupled to the serial port for for 
matting signals transmitted from the serial port 
from a nonreturn to zero bit format to a return to 
zero bit format and for formatting signals to be 
received by the serial port from a return to zero bit 
format to a nonreturn to zero bit format; 

an IR transmitter coupled to the formatting means for 
receiving signals having a return to zero format 
and transmitting such signals as IR pulses; 

an IR receiver coupled to the formatting means for 
receiving IR pulses having a return to zero bit 
format and passing such signals to the formatting 
means, the IR receiver including: 

a phototransistor for receiving an IR signal; 
a ?rst transistor having its collector coupled to the 

base of phototransistor and its base coupled to the 
emitter of the phototransistor for compensating for 
the effects of ambient light on the conducting 
threshold of the phototransistor; 

a capacitor coupled between the base of the ?rst 
transistor and ground for ?ltering the effects of the 
received IR signal from the effects of ambient light 
on the operation of the ?rst transistor; and 

a second transistor having its base coupled to the 
emitter of the phototransistor and base of the ?rst 
transistor for converting the received IR signal to a 
corresponding signal interpretable by the format 
ting means. 

i ‘ ‘ t i 
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